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The boy dashed through the night. 

Hot sweat cascaded down his cheeks, and his lungs felt ready to burst from his throat at 
any moment. Every breath brought pain. Disoriented, the boy sensed himself on the verge 
of collapsing, but he didn’t care. All that mattered was putting each leg forward, one step 
farther, as quickly as possible—even if all of his limbs ripped off in the process. 

The boy, called Ryuunosuke Akutagawa by those who knew him, didn’t have a moment 
to spare. By the time I make it to the end of this road, he thought, P'U probably be dead. 


An orphan with no idea who his parents were, Akutagawa dwelled on the streets in 
the poor part of town. He shared the territory with eight or so other children, all in similar 
circumstances. Ask any of them, the figurative jury of his peers, and they would all come to 
the same verdict: Here was a child with no emotion. 

He rarely showed any—not when rising from the hard stoop he'd slept on the night 
before, not when enjoying the occasional square meal he came across, not even when he was 
beaten so severely by one adult or another that he couldn’t prop himself up. All he did was 
stare into space with dark, bottomless eyes. From time to time, adults would remark, “This 
urchin lacks a heart.” 

What Akutagawa lacked in emotion, he made up for with another, more peculiar trait. 
He was able to alter his clothing, changing its shape. Sometimes the fringes of his outfit 
would appear to sprout flowers; other times, he would remake them into piercing daggers. 
The heavens had bestowed upon him a gift: the power to literally wield the clothes he wore. 

Such unusual powers were not all that rare, not in this demonic city. It was an era when 
machine guns spit their fire, and tremendous stacks of explosives blew entire buildings away. 
In the sinister metropolis of Yokohama, a place where no man, woman, or child ever slept in 
peace, novelty tailoring skills were not exactly something to stake one’s survival on. 

What is he ever going to accomplish with parlor tricks like that? was the assessment of many 
an adult who came to know Akutagawa’s ability. But his friends disagreed. The eight boys 
and girls who shared their lives with him knew his skills were nothing to trifle with. A single 
thought was all it took for Akutagawa to turn his clothing into a blade as long as himself. 
Approaching him unprepared would reward an attacker with a gash from one end of their 
throat to the other. Combined with his dark, emotionless eyes, his powers made it impossible 
to sense when he would strike. More than a few times, the group had seen a hapless street 
thug attempt to rob them of their money, only for Akutagawa’s summoned blade to rip his 
vocal cords out of his neck. 

He spoke little, exhibited emotion even less, and ruthlessly slashed at anyone who 
invaded their territory, earning him the street name of the Silent Mad Dog. No one could 
expect a growl or warning bark from him. Before they knew it, his fangs were already around 
their windpipe. An actual rabid dog seemed tame and harmless by comparison—such was 
the fear and dread Akutagawa brought about that earned him his nickname. 


However, Akutagawa was still a boy and not particularly stout. Between his meager diet 
and the way the cold cut down to his bones due to lack of shelter, his growth was irrevocably 
stunted. It was an upbringing his friends knew firsthand. That was why the nine of them had 
watched one another’s backs, making sure they avoided danger for one more day. 


But that was no longer the case. Now his friends were the reason Akutagawa was 
running. They had all been killed. 

He knew the culprit: an armed group—though the term was somewhat of an 
aggrandizement—a clutch of several people who had wandered into the slums from the 
west. Given their actions, they would be better described as pirates, outlaws who drifted 
between the slums and the harbor entrance, attacking any transport ships that hadn’t made 
an agreement with them. Though the group was new to the area, the local powers that be 
had already granted them the right to execute low-level shakedowns. 

And they had no choice. There was no way anyone could defy the will of the Port 
Mafia, the most dominant symbol of the darkness looming over Yokohama. 


Akutagawa and his friends had had the misfortune of discovering a useful piece of 
information—the time and location of a delivery run by the Port Mafia, the pirate outlaws’ 
benefactors. To keep word from leaking out to the authorities, the outlaws had attacked 
Akutagawa’s lair and massacred everyone they found inside. 

He had managed to escape with the assistance of his younger sister, but he was hurt. 
Seriously hurt. From the type of wound a man would normally need a month of bed rest to 
recover from. Yet Akutagawa’s legs remained nimble. 

The group had a rule: If one of them was wounded, the rest would exact revenge upon 
the perpetrator. It was the best way they knew to defend themselves, to survive the abuse 
and neglect. 

But that wasn’t the sole reason Akutagawa was so light on his feet. He had finally found 
it—an emotion within himself—and it was strong enough to sear his organs, set his hair on 
end, and even surge up from his throat. 

That emotion was hatred. It was the first clear emotion he had ever felt in his life. 
And that was why, no matter what sort of hellscape awaited him on the other side, he felt 
exhilarated. There was no wavering. He was now a single blade, ready to rip into the necks 
of his foes, as his hatred drove him to. 

I have finally obtained hatred. I am no dog, no beast. I am a human with emotion. Thus, there is 
nothing I can do but retaliate, 

He had an idea of where the enemy might be—along the road they had taken to the 
delivery site. But there was one concern: If the outlaws made it to the meeting point and 
rendezvoused with the Port Mafia, Akutagawa would have an impossibly large force to 
contend with. 

If he wanted to fulfill his desire, he would have to ambush them before that happened. 
The Port Mafia was a dark organization, a man-eating demon that grew more menacing 
with every life it swallowed. The Silent Mad Dog didn’t stand a chance. He would be killed 
before he could unleash even the slightest hint of his ability. 

Thus, he had to hurry. The appointed hour was near. Akutagawa ran through the 


forested field, accompanicd only by the silvery haze and the distant sound of a steam whistle. 


He wasn’t afraid of death. To him, the realm of the dead had to be more comfortable 
than this. The pain of dying was no concern of his either. The seemingly endless life he led 
was purgatory enough. Days that went by without any food, that forced him to squabble 
with others for a chance at a few paltry weeds. Days that began with snowy mornings, his 
friend next to him having frozen to death in his sleep. 

He had no idea if hell existed, but if it did, Akutagawa figured it had to be something 
like this. An uninterrupted pit of suffering that saw no light, that people on the outside could 
never imagine. Even if they dared a peek, they would see nothing. The darkness was too 
deep for their eyes. 

The boy didn’t know where to direct his anger. He didn’t know to whom he could plead 
his sorry plight. He just listlessly accepted it all, fated to live life in this city from one tragedy 
to the next. There was no room for emotions to breed. 

Why do we live? a passerby from a foreign land once asked him. Akutagawa had no reply. 
Why do I have to be alive? No matter how he tried, he could find no flowery words to gloss 
over the truth. 


Now Akutagawa was thinking. 

Even if he managed to avenge his friends and make it out alive again, there would be no 
avoiding the price that the Port Mafia’s central force would exact from him. Few costs were 
harsher than what the Port Mafia claimed. No matter which nation you fled to, they would 
hunt you down and kill you. 

But he didn’t care. He would take as many of them with him as he could, tossing their 
bloodied corpses at the feet of the devil awaiting him. It was the best revenge Akutagawa 
could manage—his revenge against all mankind. 


His hopes were dashed. By the time he reached the forest path where he planned to 
ambush the outlaws, Akutagawa realized that his sole desire in life would not be realized. 

He failed to find before him the outlaws he sought. Instead, there was a lone figure 
sitting on a nearby tree stump. 

“Hello,” he said. “Lovely night, isn’t it?” He was thin beneath his black overcoat, a 
bandage peeking out from under his hair. His raven-like eyes seemed to be piqued by his 
surroundings and bored of everything all at once. 

“What...? What on...?” 


Startled by the man’s presence, Akutagawa paused, then took a step back. But it was 
because of more than his appearance. It was the sight of six corpses spread out before him, 
their soulless frames easily identifiable as those of the outlaws Akutagawa had targeted. 


It was clear they had breathed their last. All of them were there, and judging by the 
shape they were in, their final moments had been brutally painful. Their lips were frozen in 
screams of despair. And next to them sat a man distracted by his own fingernails, as if he 
was waiting for something to happen. 

Did he kill them? No, the man wasn't even armed. Meanwhile, every one of the outlaws 
had died with automatic pistol in hand, aimed at some unseen target. The idea of a violent 
group like this being decimated before they could discharge a single weapon was impossible 
to consider. Not even a skill user could pull that off. It was beyond any humans ability. 

Did that make this man a demon, then? 

“Let me introduce myself,” the man suddenly interjected. “My name is Dazai—Osamu 
Dazai, Port Mafia.” 

Dazai... A chill ran through Akutagawa’s stomach, as if someone had stabbed it with 
an icicle. The name belonged to one of the most notorious members of the Port Mafia’s 
vanguard force. His reputation on the streets preceded him—he would kill his own parents 
in a second, take down Buddha himself at first glance, and laugh it all off with cold cruelty 
afterward. He was one of the most feared men in all of Yokohama. Akutagawa reflected for 
a moment on the idea that this man was only slightly older than himself. 

“I...” Akutagawa began. 

Dazai raised a hand, instantly stopping him. “I know,” he said. “Akutagawa, right? I 
was expecting you.” 

Expecting me? The boy couldn’t believe what was happening. Why was the Port Mafia, 
which presided over the entire underworld, waiting for him? Why would they go so far as to 
kill their own underlings, the outlaws Akutagawa wanted so badly for himself? 

“Why did you kill them?” he growled under his breath. 

“You wanted to kill them, didn’t you?” 

The man flashed a breezy smile. 

“That’s why you're here. This path’s the best place to ambush anyone making their way 
to the delivery site. They were a low-level Port Mafia street gang, and they killed a bunch of 
children to keep them quiet. But one of them survived. I heard that much in the reports— 
the rest is just supposition on my part. That boy woulda wanted revenge, wouldn’t he? And 
if he did, a surprise attack was the only way he could make it happen. This road’s the only 
way to the site, and this spot’s the best place to strike. The darkness and the mist keeps you 
hidden, and the trees are perfect for soaking up any return fire aimed at you. You could have 
killed at least four of them that way—maybe even all six, if you were good enough. Not that 
you'd have lived to brag about it.” 

Dazai was right, to be certain, But the big question still evaded Akutagawa’s grasp. 
Why did the Port Mafia kill their own? It must have been written on his face, because after 
a moment, Dazai opened his mouth again. 

“I actually got promoted today,” he said. “I’m part of the leader class now. Which... 
you know what they say—the fancier the title, the more responsibility and other nonsense 
you have to deal with.” 


The leader class. This meant he was one of the five chief directors of the Port Mafia. In 
the Yokohama underworld, it would offer Dazai as much power as a member of the national 
legislature. And all this given to someone hardly removed from boyhood. Akutagawa had 
never heard of a mafia boss still too young to drink. What kind of genius—or mercilessness— 
did it take to claw his way up the underworld ladder at such a tender age? 

“Of course,” he continued, “there is one good thing about this title. It gives me the right 
to hire a single underling, someone who acts under my direct control.” 

Underling? Hire? What was this man saying? 

“You asked me why I killed them? Simple—as a bargaining chip. You don’t strike me as 
the type attracted to money or status. So here’s my offer to you instead.” 

Akutagawa could feel his skin crawl. It made no sense. What is he saying? What is he trying 
to express? I must not listen. He is a demon. I must not— 

“Td like to invite you into the Port Mafia.” 

Just as he finished the sentence, Akutagawa broke into a run, ready to lash out with his 
blade. He raced across the trees, body arched forward, giving his adversary no time to react. 
There was no sign, no advance warning, and no one had avoided it before now. 

‘Transforming his clothing into a set of long blades, he lunged at Dazai in the space of 
a single heartbeat, bringing one of them to—and through—his throat. 

“Not bad,” Dazai said quietly. 

Akutagawa stood in shock. He was sure he had struck his foe, but now he saw that the 
part of his blade that should have pierced his neck was in a sort of cloud, or haze, and then 
it dissipated into thin air. 

And that wasn’t all that struck terror into his heart. Dazai had not moved a single inch 
from where he'd originally sat. His expression was identical to before. 

Not even a seasoned veteran of combat would act so serene against the threat of 
irrevocable death. But his eyes. Those dark, raven-like eyes—partly bemused and partly 
bored—were just as before, not flinching in the slightest at the attack. 

He had known. Known that Akutagawa would attack. Known that he would aim for 
the throat, targeting it with his skill. 

Akutagawa now felt those eyes seeing right through him. He took a step back against 
his will, overwhelmed by the sheer force Dazai exhibited. His instincts were urging him to 
flee. Promoting this young man to top management was no fluke, no eccentric whim. If 
anything, the post was no doubt beneath him. 

This man... He's too dangerous. 

%...How did you do that?” Akutagawa finally managed to croak out. “How did you kill 
six armed outlaws?” 

“I pitted them against one another,” Dazai casually replied. 

At first, Akutagawa had pegged him as a demon, That was wrong. This man, this 
Dazai, was something beyond even that. 

“Listen. If you turn down my invitation, I won't hate you for it. Even if you refuse it, PIL 
gladly give your friends a proper burial here, and I'll give you and your sister enough money 
to eke out a proper existence. And once I do, you will never see me again, I promise you.” 

Though his voice was quiet, it seemed to thunder down the forest road, causing the 
branches framing it to quiver. 

“But if you think you have the mette for it, I will gladly grant you what you seek. The 


path will not be casy. I have no intention 
of going soft on you, you understand. 
What you'll be facing will make your life 
on the streets look like a trip to the fair. 
But if you have the mettle for it...” 

Now Dazai’s eyes were close to 
his. And even at that range, they were 
unfathomable. They could see all. No 
god or demon could escape them. And 
they revealed nothing, not even a hint 
of what he would say next. 

"Is there something you want?” he 
asked. 

Akutagawa’s heart answered 
the question automatically. What he 
wanted. What he craved. What he could 
never, ever obtain in this pit he called 
home. 

Akutagawa managed to push the 
words from his parched throat: 

“Can you give me...a reason to 
live?” 

“T can.” 

The moment he heard the answer, 
Akutagawa felt a new emotion running 
through him. If that hatred from before 
was the first clear emotion he had ever 
felt in his life, this was the second. 
Compared to the hatred, however, this 
was entirely unexpected, far beyond his 
wildest imagination. 

A master. He had a master—this young man, this god, this demon. 

“Well?” Dazai asked. 


Instead of replying, Akutagawa shouted—a scream that pierced the night mist and 
stabbed at the heavens themselves. It was a missive, a eulogy, for all his friends who had died 
without obtaining a master of their own, a reason to live. 

The Silent Mad Dog, the soulless automaton of a boy, screamed with more force at that 
moment than an ordinary man summoned in his entire life. 

Dazai smiled. “Glad to hear it.” He stood up, removed his overcoat, and draped it over 
the shoulders of the now bawling Akutagawa. 


It was the first infant cry from Ryunosuke Akutagawa—a boy who a four scant years 
later, would become chief of the Port Mafia’s vanguard force, a hunting dog doing the dark 
bidding of the boss himself. 


